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ABSTRACT: This article deals with the history of Indian Alchemy and surveys its gradual and 
fertile growth in ancient India. 
 
The date of composition of “Rasaratna 
Samuchaya” an exquisite masterpiece on 
alchemy, has been assigned to a period of 
remote aniquity, when the study of 
‘sciences’ in India is said to have developed 
with marvelous fullness and subtlety.  A 
short survey of the gradual but fertile growth 
of chemistry in ancient Indian enlightens us 
with amazing revelations regarding the 
various Phases of intellectual progress that 
inspired and facilitated the birth of this 
alluring work. 
 
Systematic excavations at Mohanjodaro in 
Sind and at Harappa in Punjab have 
unearthed ample material to prove that the 
people of the Indus valley possessed 
relatively a high order of civilization, which 
probably date from about 3000 B. C.  There 
is solid testimony of the fact that Chemistry 
and metallurgy were not unknown to them.  
Delicately coloured bowls and utensils 
speak for themselves of the intricate 
chemical processes that alone could have 
given them their painted designs.  There are 
gold and silver ornaments, bronze and 
copper instruments, all unusual specimens of 
marvelous skill in metallurgy. 
 
It has yet to be shown, however, that in 
those days’ minerals and alkalies were used 
in preparing medicines.  There is obvious 
evidence that Egypt and Babylonia shared 
the knowledge of the manufacturing the 
knowledge of the manufacturing of 
medicaments.  In Egyptian papyrus 
documents there are descriptions of various 
uses of mercury.  The use of sulphur as the 
most beneficial antidote for skin diseases 
was  widely prevalent.  The ancient 
pharmacopoeias of both Egypt and 
Babyilonia contain references to a number 
of metals and minerals like copper, sulphur, 
mercury, potassium, magnesium and 
calcium carbonate.  It is not fantastic to 
presume that similar great pharmacopoeias 
existed in India during the days of the Indus 
Valley civilization.  And then as in the case 
of many ancient civilizations, the 
depredations of nature, foreign conquests or 
political disintegration might have closed 
the chapter of her long creative 
achievements. 
  
Vedic times introduce us to a period when 
the system of treating diseases with 
vegetable drugs was gaining prominence.   
Though the Vedas, especially the Rigveda 
and the Atharva Veda, make references to 
metals like gold, copper, and lead, their 
importance was considered only in regard to 
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The time of Upanisada was in fact a period 
of great intellectual unrest and revolt against 
the formalism and exclusiveness of the 
existing system.  There was a liberation of 
medical science from the domination of 
blind superstitions and obscurantism.  It was 
at some time between 800 and 600 B. C. that 
this took place and it started developing as a 
distinctly secular branch of knowledge.   
With the passage of time medical science 
received further depth and extension when 
famous samhitas sprang into existence.   
Bhela Samhita, Susruta Samhita and Caraka 
Samhita indeed gave a new impetus and 
intensity to the study of medicine.  Though 
the Samhitas also make many unmistable 
references to metals like gold, silver, copper, 
bronze and iron and to various alkalies and 
minerals, their reputations in medicine was 
almost nothing when compared to that 
which the vegetarina drugs enjoyed. 
 
The period commencing with 600 A. D. was 
marked by remarkable transition.  It 
witnessed the science entering upon a new 
epoch.  Men of science predicted profitable 
uses of mercury for the promotion of the 
physical well – being of the people.  Reason 
dawned upon them that deep in the folds of 
metals, minerals and salts there lay hidden 
the most promising benefits of magical 
efficacy in the cure of diseases and in the 
prolongation of human life.  Curioisity 
kindled strong urges in experts to attempt 
experiments that would reveal the extent to 
which the properties of these substances 
were effective.  This necessitated the 
analysis of a variety of them and carried a 
lasting process of investigation more 
complicated than limited experiments and 
discoveries and evolved a more rigorous 
strain.   The intricacy of the subject only 
increased the enthusiasm of those who 
fervently engaged in it.  A number of 
geniuses appeared on the horizon, among 
whom the names of Adiman, chandrasenan 
and Nagarjunan are most memorable.  Their 
questioning minds probed the darker corners 
of the subject and uneiled new truths and 
theories of inexplicable value.  As an 
enormous record of the experiences and 
achievements of the day (800 A.D) the Book 
‘Rsarnavam’ appeared and won loud 
acclaim.  It explains the uses of various 
machines, furnaces, ovens and crucibles for 
different purposes.  Methods by which 
metals could be distlnguished by their 
change of colour when heated, have very 
explicitly been described. 
 
All those master scientists who gave a new 
stimulus to chemistry were also celebrated 
authors who enshrined their experiences in 
great classics.  From among them the name 
of Nagarjuna deserves particular attention 
for such significant works as 
‘Rasaratnagaram’ Yogasaram and 
Arogymanjari which have won him fame.   
Rasaratnakaram  deals with chemical 
substances in an important way.  It also 
describes devices through which certain 
metals could be transformed into gold.  The 
contributions that came later from Vrinda 
and Cakrapani are also analytical.  It was 
Cakrapani who first discovered mercuric 
sulphide.  The credit for having invented 
soap also goes to him.  The ingredients he 
used for the preparation of soap were 
mustard oil and some alkalies. 
 
How this celebrated branch of knowledge 
penetrated the neighboring countries is a 
fascinating story.  Struck by the startling 
strides that scientific studies were making in 
India the rulers of Baghdad, it is said, sent 
physicians to India to secure the rare Hindi 
Sanskrit texts.  All these encyclopaedic 
works were translated into Arabic under the 
earnest patronage of the early Abbasid 
Caliphs.  The reowned Arabian Physician 
Jabeer who glorified chemical science was Pages 135 - 137 
 
said to have lived during those days.  The 
study of chemistry received a new integrity 
and magnitude at the hands of famous 
physicians like Razis and Avicenna and 
numerous other geniuses.  The fraction of 
knowledge that left India long ago returned 
to the Mother-land after a considerable lapse 
of time greatly enriched and grown to rupe 
wisdom.  It combined with the steady 
advances  of Indian science and the result 
was a high tide of development rising almost 
to peak of proficiency.  It is to this glorious 
period (1200 – 1300 A. D.) that the origin of 
the famous classic “Rasaratna Somuchaya” 
has been assigned. 
 
The authorship of this work is still an 
unsolved puzzle.  Scholars hold conflicting 
views.  Some ascribe the undertaking to 
Asvanikumaran while others give the credit 
to Nityanandan.  The Utharardha of the book 
is associated with the name of 
Bhavanamisran.  The theory that the book 
was written by the senior Vagbhata, Author 
of Ashtanga samgraha and that the junior 
who composed Astanga Hrudayam, had no 
share in the writing of Rasaratna 
Samuchaya  is attested by positive proofs.   
The period when Vagabhata is supposed to 
have lived was sometime around 600 A.D. 
while the date of composition Rasaratna 
samuchaya has been placed between 1200 – 
1300 A.D., the time when the growth of 
chemistry is said to have reached its zenith.  
Certain references the book itself makes to 
one Vagbhata, the  son of Simhagupta, 
indicate the strong possibility that this 
Vagbhata is the real and reputed author 
ofRasaratna Samuchaya.  Pandit Albareuni 
of Arabia who visited India in 1030 gives us 
a fairly vivid picture of almost all the 
aspects of life comprising the social, 
political, religious and intellectual activities 
and the moral and material interests of the 
people.  But no where in his account do we 
find mention of “Rasaratna Samuchaya”.   
Hence the date of the book must be placed 
in a very later period. 
 
It opens with an invocation solemnly 
addressed to Lord Buddha.  It makes 
illuminating comments upon the life and 
career of many important scientists and 
scholars whose prudence and passion gave 
new strength to the growth of chemistry.   
The sacred Himalayas also claim much 
praise and attention, and are looked upon 
with great reverence.  The moutains have 
invariably been described as the 
embodiment of vast mineral resources.   
There are lucid and detailed descriptions of 
various chemicals and their intestimable 
power to save mankind from destruction and 
decay.  Acquaintance with it by means of 
meditation, clarity and worship would 
strengthen, enable and enlarge the life and 
health of man.  For mental health and 
stability the author quotes a number of 
virtues like charity, chastity, compossaion, 
celibach, truthfulness, friendliness and 
gratitude that go well with the healing of the 
tension of the mind and soul.   
 
The description, in the book, of the structure 
and function of laboratories is very much 
picturesque  and recalls celebrated, well-
ordered and well-designed nobels of the 
present day.  The instructions given about 
the arrangement of equipment and the 
calculated dimensions of space for their 
installation display a fine sense of precision 
and proportion.  The building had four main 
gateways and the walls of the rooms were 
adorned with the portraits of Gods and 
Gurus. 
 
The latter half of the book is properly 
reserved for explaining a variety of diseases 
and the methods adopted to cure them.   
Vegetable drugs are seldom used as 
medicines, chemicals dominated the world 
of physics.  Only physicians who had a Pages 135 - 137 
 
healthy record of qualifications and 
experience were allowed to carry on 
practice.  Quacks were strictly prohibited 
from entering the scene. 
 
Rasaratna Samuchaya upholds chemistry 
undoubted by as the most ingenious branch 
of knowledge.  Students were selected by 
severe tests.  Only postgraduate students 
were admitted.  The dexterity and devotion 
of a set of geniuses who imparted 
knowledge and the veracity and zeal of the 
pupils whose enquiring minds never sank 
into repose, are some of the sailent 
characteristics that hardly exist now in the 
spirit of those who take up those professions 
in the too much self – centered commercial 
society of today. 
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